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Leadership, Authority, and the “Other” in the Debate over Magic 

from the Karaites to Maimonides 

 

Introduction: Magic, Religion, and Authority – Contending Theologies and the 

Rhetoric of Power 

The distinction between magic and religion among the people of Israel is as old as 

these very terms in the Hebrew language. However, the understanding of this distinction 

as it appears in the Bible and particularly in the literature of the Sages as well as in 

subsequent Jewish orthodoxy has changed radically over the last century. What in the 

past was seen as an ideological gap anchored in an essential distinction between true 

and false has come to be understood over the last decades as an institutional, deliberate 

construction of a hierarchy between legitimate agents of knowledge and power, that is 

to say, members of the establishments themselves, and contending agents. The latter 

were portrayed as illegitimate by the establishment who labeled their knowledge, 

including their praxis of power using hostile terms such as magic (kishuf), the ways of 

the Amorites (darkhei ha-emori), and idolatry (avodah zarah).  

This observation did not arise in a vacuum. It is, rather, the result of a paradigm shift 

in the perception of the relationship between magic and religion that took place over the 

last decades in the study of religion in general and in the fields of Hellenistic and early 

Christian cultures in particular. A swift sketch of this change points to the replacement 

of the phenomenological (and usually, evolutionary) category employed to explain 

magic, which described it as essentially different from religion (and generally 

anticipating it "on the scale of human evolution"), with a socio-political one. In other 

words, during  

 

*  I would like to thank Prof. Daniel Lasker and Prof. Zion Zohar, who read the draft of this 

paper, for their helpful comments. 
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the second half of the twentieth century a shift occurred in the center of gravity of the 

discussion on the magic-religion question from the traditional, theologically rooted 

question "what is performed?" to the question (which also has ideological, postmodern 

roots) "who is the performer?" 

 

I do not intend to elaborate on this matter, which I have discussed in detail 

elsewhere.1 I will only mention this: magic, which had been portrayed by the Jewish 

religious establishments as heresy and idolatry, that is to say as a sin that signifies not 

only personal offence but also the danger of moral contagion, was presented in modern 

Jewish studies as 'superstition', that is, as a mistake in perceiving reality. This 

danger/mistake, has been traditionally described as foreign to "true" Judaism and a 

result of the cultural influence of surrounding peoples. Rabbinical circles derived 

political power from this claim, as it served them in defining their own faith as the only 

"true faith" and their power as the only legitimate power. Learned and academic circles 

drew apologetic power from depicting magic as error in their striving to present Judaism 

as a religion of primarily theosophy and moral law.2  

As stated above, in the last decades this trend has almost been abandoned. The 

change originated with the beginning of the social study of religion (conducted by such 

scholars as W. Robertson Smith, M. Weber, E. Durkheim and M. Mauss) and is quite 

evident in research on magic in late Antiquity. Many of the scholars enthusiastically 

responded to O. Peterson's challenge to give the term magic "a decent burial … in the 

scientific debate of the nature of religion"3 and get rid of it once and for all. In order to 

bypass the traditional judgmental distinction between magic and religion, they adopted 

the use, now widespread, of the non-judgmental term "ritual power".4  

                                                      
   
1  On the shift of paradigms in the study of magic in general and Jewish magic in particular during the 
course of the twentieth century, see the first part of my forthcoming book Early Jewish Magic: Study, 
Method and Sources.   
2 Among the most prominent scholars who held this view are E. Kaufman in his exposition of Biblical 
Judaism and E.E. Urbach and S. Lieberman in relation to the Sages. See ibid., ch. 2. A related example is 
the polemical use of terms like "gnosis", "magic", "paganism" and the late construction of "cultural 
realms" by Christian theologians and historiographers and, subsequently, by recent scholars. See W.J. 
Hanegraaff, 'Forbidden Knowledge: Anti-Esoteric Polemics and Academic Research', Aries 5 (2005), pp. 
225–254.   
3 O. Peterson, ‘Magic-Religion: Some Marginal Notes to an Old Problem’, Ethnos 22 (1957), p. 119. 
4 On the problematics of relinquishing the use of the term magic and an alternative suggestion for dealing 
with early Jewish magic without it, see Y. Harari, 'What is a Magical Text?: Methodological Reflections 
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This shift was not a matter of semantics alone. The aspiration to avoid a judgmental 

approach rested upon a deep consciousness of the historically polemical use of such 

terms as magician, sorcerer and witch, as well as the striving for power that motivated 

the hostile labeling of the excluded "others" by these markers. Peter Brown's article, in 

which he distinguished between the accusation of magic and the actual use of it and 

warned against deducing the latter from the former, was a milestone in the paradigm 

shift that took place in the study of Hellenistic and early Christian magic.5 In the study 

of Judaism, it was Jacob Neusner's approach to the image of the Rabbis that heralded a 

change in the traditional phenomenological concept of magic.6 

The socially focused approach towards magic is currently widely accepted. This 

view is based upon the claim that to the extent that the Sages' literature has value as 

evidence of historical reality, its value lies foremost in revealing the rabbinical prism of 

that reality. Furthermore, this prism is focused not only on questions of concepts and 

beliefs but also on political interests. From a scholarly point of view (anchored, one 

must honestly admit, in a western-modern-scientific-secular world view), there is no 

essential difference between the wonders performed by rabbis and those performed by 

"magicians". As Neusner put it: "Could a modern anthropologist spend a few years in 

ancient Pumbedita, Sura or Nehardea, to study the social role of the Rabbi, his resultant 

book would certainly be called something like 'The Lawyer-Magicians of Babylonia".7 

At the same time, from the inner point of view, that of the Sages themselves as 

reflected in their writings, the distinction is clear-cut. According to their own testimony, 

the Sages were not magicians and did not employ sorceries. If they do make rain fall, 

exorcise demons, cure by acts of speech, kill by curse or with a look of the eye, shorten 

the time of a journey, fill a valley with gold coins or overcome foreign sorcerers, they 

do so by virtue of their unique holiness. Being the "we" who produce the texts, they 

                                                                                                                                                            
Aimed at Redefining Early Jewish Magic', S. Shaked (ed.), Officina Magica: Essays on the Practice of 
Magic in Antiquity, Leiden 2005, pp. 91–124.   
5 P. Brown, 'Sorcery, Demons, and the Rise of Christianity from Late Antiquity into the Middle Ages', in: 
M. Douglas (ed.), Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations, London 1970, pp. 17–45. See also the 
succinct survey of this issue in Harari, ibid. 
6 See J. Neusner, 'Rabbi and Magus in Third-Century Sassanian Babylonia', History of Religions 6 
(1966/7), pp.169–178; idem, 'The Phenomenon of the Rabbi in Late Antiquity', Numen 16 (1969), pp. 1-
20; idem, 'The Phenomenon of the Rabbi in Late Antiquity II: The Ritual of "Being a Rabbi" in Late 
Sassanian Babylonia', Numen 17 (1970), pp. 1–18; J. Neusner, 'Science and Magic, Miracle and Magic in 
Formative Judaism: The System and the Difference', J. Neusner, E.S. Frerichs and P.V.M. Flesher (eds.), 
Religion, Science and Magic in Concert and in Conflict, Oxford 1989, pp. 61–81. 
7 Idem, The Phenomenon (I), p. 11. 
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present themselves as acting by the power of the true belief, the true way, and the true 

God. "Others" who perform similar deeds are those who are labeled as sorcerers (and 

mostly, witches) in their writings. In their rhetorical-polemical way, the Rabbis strive to 

draw a principal, essential distinction between them and those "others". 

However, we must take care not to follow this self-interested rhetoric blindly. 

Behind the proclaimed essential gap between rabbis and sorcerers, exists a political 

interest tied mainly to the Sages' aspiration for a monopoly over knowledge and power. 

This desire is expressed by labeling deeds of ritual power as magic when performed by 

"others" (mainly women and heretics) who were perceived by the Rabbis as a threat to 

their own hegemony.8 

Against this background, it is not surprising that throughout the long-standing 

Karaite dispute with Rabbanite Judaism, it was the rabbis who were accused of 

performing magic, despite their principal and absolute rejection of it. The moment the 

boundaries of the recorded community are widened and the Sages are no longer the sole 

legitimate model of power and authority – or in other words, the moment we move out 

of rabbinic literature and look at alternative, hostile writings – it is only natural that 

"magic", the label commonly used for defining forbidden and dangerous (hence, 

illegitimate) knowledge-power is applied to the "other" (i.e., Rabbanite) camp. Those 

who were the exemplary "we" model, a living embodiment of Law and holiness that is 

implemented through the sign of wonders in their own writings, are described in the 

writings of the other camp as mere sorcerers, employers of names and magical 

practices. If, as the Karaite elite claimed, miracles vanished from the world together 

with the Biblical prophets (God's sole authentic emissaries), then anyone who pretends 

to succeed them and be capable of manipulating the world by the power of immanent 

"divine holiness" is either a fool or a magician: A fool – if he is of no real danger; A 

magician – if he is politically powerful and thus threatening and dangerous.9 In sum, 

this is how the leaders of Rabbanite Judaism were perceived by their Karaite opponents 

in the early Islamic era. 

                                                      
8 See at length, Y. Harari, 'The Sages and the Science of the Occult', J. Schwartz, P. Tomson, Z. Safrai 
(eds.), COMPENDIA RERUM IUDAICARUM AD NOVUM TESTAMENTUM II/3b –The Literature of the Sages, 
Second Part: Midrash, Aggada, Targum, Berakhot, Varia (forthcoming).  
9 Cf. Hanegraaff, Forbidden Knowledge. 
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Political motivations (in the broad sense of ambitions to power), though not totally 

absent from the expressions of the Jewish anti-magic debate in the Moslem world, are 

not, however, explicit. Characteristically, they are concealed and wrapped in rhetoric 

that seeks to turn the spotlight to a different sphere, the ideological one. Ideology must 

not be decried at all. It is real enough. Nevertheless, in portraying this debate, we should 

remain aware of the reciprocal relationships between ideological claims and manifest 

hostility, on the one hand, and aspiration towards authority, on the other. 

The following discussion represent various modes of these concatenations: The 

Karaite dispute against 'Rabbanic magic' moves along the axis between rational 

ideology and political striving. The response of R. Hai Gaon to the Sages of Kairouan 

concerning the magical traditions, books and "facts" indicated in their letter, is an 

expression of the striving for authority as well as for the centralized leadership. 

Maimonides’ attitude towards magic merges philosophical ridicule with a sense of 

leadership, highly aware of the danger of the magical “ravings” to the belief of the 

common people. One way or another, all these chapters of the anti-magic polemics 

during the early Islamic period expose a small portion of the magical culture that was 

common in that time among Jews of the Moslem world. The main evidence of this 

culture, the very essence of which was the attempt to manipulate the world by means of 

ritually executed adjurations, is found in the Cairo Geniza.10 Its holdings illustrate the 

continuity of an old tradition of Jewish magical theory and practice, widespread in late 

Antiquity both in Mesopotamia as well as the eastern basin of the Mediterranean.11 This 

culture, however, will not be dealt with in this paper.12 My interest here lies in the 

polemic against it and in the way it is reflected and discussed in writings that are not 

just non-magical, but are plainly hostile to it as well. Thus, the following discussion will 

                                                      
10 See my suggestion to define early Jewish magic based on the definition of a 'text of adjuration' in 
Harari, Magical Text. The polemical texts studied below are from the third, widest circle of magic texts 
described there.  
11 The earliest evidence of Jewish magical practice is demonstrated by two silver amulets from a burial 
tomb of the 7th to 6th centuries BCE. See G. Barkay, A.G. Vaughn, M.J. Lundberg and B. Zuckerman, 
'The Amulets from Ketef Hinom: A New Edition and Evaluation', BASOR 334 (2004), pp. 41–71. Cf. A. 
Yardeni, 'Remarks on the Priestly Blessing on Two Ancient Amulets from Jerusalem', VT 41 (1991), pp. 
176–185. The later evidence includes dozens of amulets and more than one thousand adjuration bowls 
from the 5th to the 7th centuries of our era, found in Palestine and its surroundings and in Babylonia. See 
Harari, Early Jewish Magic, ch. 4. 
12 For a systematic yet succinct survey of Jewish magical culture according to the Geniza material, see my 
forthcoming article 'A Charming Society: Magic among the Jews of the Moslem World before the Rise of 
the Kabbala'.  
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highlight aspects of the Jewish culture of magic (whose hostile description we must 

treat with suspicion), but mainly it will examine the treatment of magic by speakers 

with contending theologies. 

 

A. The Karaite Polemic against Rabbanite Magic 

Accusations of magic are a repeated claim made by the Karaites in their polemics 

against the Rabbanites that took place around the turn of the first millennium in both 

Persia-Iraq and Palestine.13 Daniel al-Qumisi (Jerusalem, second half of the 9th century), 

for example, raised it in some of his works. In his commentary on the Minor Prophets 

he writes: 

And who is a sorcerer today, surely the Rabbis that mention a pure name and an 

impure name, write amulets and carry out devices, and call their books Sefer 

haYashar (The Book of the Right [Way]) and Sefer haRazim (The Book of 

Mysteries) and Sefer Adam (The Book of Adam) and Raza Rabba (The Great 

Mystery), and some books of sorceries: if you wish to bring close in love a man 

and a woman, or if you wish to cast hatred between them; if you wish to shorten 

voyage distances (kefizat ha-derekh), and such many (similar) abominations, may 

God keep us away from them.14    

Al-Qumisi’s argument relies on several examples. All of them, both the works and the 

spheres of magic activity, are prominent components of the culture of Jewish magic in 

the early Moslem period, and all are documented in magical writings from the Cairo 

Geniza. 

Similar arguments were heard from other Karaites. In a text of uncertain authorship 

(Salmon ben Yeruhim or Sahl ben Mazli’ah), the author ascribes to the rabbis books of 

mysteries and sorceries, demonic matters and the writing of amulets. He then mentions 
                                                      

13 M. Polliack suggests that “Karaism is best defined as a Jewish religious movement of a scripturalist and 
messianic nature, which crystallized in the second half of the nine century in the areas of Persia-Iraq and 
Palestine” (M. Polliack [ed.], Karaite Judaism – A Guide to its History and Literary Sources, Leiden 
2003, p. xvii). The Karaite movement has developed as an anti-Rabbanite type of Judaism, based on the  
Hebrew Bible as the sole scripture and rejection of the oral law and its representatives, the rabbis, as 
sources of authority. For an updated study of the history and culture of the Karaites, see Polliack, Karaite 
Judaism. Cf. the introductory book by N. Shur, History of the Karaites, Frankfurt am Main 1992.  
By “Rabbanite” I refer to the opponents of the Kararites. 
14 J. Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature, New York 1972, vol. 2, pp. 80–81. Cf. 
ibid. pp. 74 ff. 
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several of the aims of this type of activity: “And for (gaining) love and for (casting) 

hatred, and shortening voyage distances, and dream inquiry, and stand at midday in 

front of the sun and make a request.”15 Similar ideas are mentioned in a treatise by 

Salmon ben Yeruhim, Sefer Milhamot Adonai (The Book of the Wars of the Lord), 

which was written as a polemic against R. Saadiah Gaon, apparently in Egypt in the first 

half of the tenth century.16 In chapter 14 of the work, Salmon describes some of “all the 

abominations of your teachers which are (written) in Sefer haRazim and Sefer Shem ben 

Noah (The Book of Shem Son of Noah) and despicable and loathsome books.”17 Within 

them, he mentions the use of God's Ineffable Names for stimulating love, improving of 

knowledge, summoning demons, healing, keeping wild animals away from settled 

areas, calming the sea, walking on fire, extinguishing the sun, and preventing the 

waning of the moon. Almost all of these things are indeed mentioned in magical recipes 

from the Geniza, as are the ritual means that Salmon describes: 

They [the Rabbis] wished to write amulets according to the way of the Amorites 

for love, they order that a white cock be brought in order to burn it in flame, and 

also blood of a turtle-dove and brain of a black ox in order to write with it, and the 

head of any black (animal) for carrying out abomination; spring water and old 

wine for pouring a libation and for fumigation, and a white tiger[?] to throw it into 

the furnace in order to gain authority for their words.18 

Salmon’s condemnation of the realm of magic is linked with his criticism of concepts 

commonly expressed in Heikhalot and Merkavah literature.19 These, too, are connected 

                                                      
15 Ibid., pp. 82–83. 
16 Salmon ben Yeruhim, Sefer Milhamot Adonai  - The Book of the Wars of the Lord (ed. I. Davidson), 
New York 1934 pp. 5–7. 
17 Ibid., p. 111. Sefer haRazim – see M. Margalioth, Sepher Ha-Razim: A Newly Recovered Book of 
Magic from the Talmudic Period, Jerusalem 1966 [Heb.]. For the English translation see M.A. Morgan, 
Sepher Ha-Razim, The Book of the Mysteries, Chico 1983. The Margalioth edition was based mainly on 
manuscripts from the Cairo Geniza, which are the earliest versions known. The Book of Shem son of 
Noah is mentioned in the introduction to Sefer Asaf HaRofe’ (The Book of Asaf the Physician). See A. 
Jellinek, Bet ha-Midrash, Jerusalem 1938, vol. 3, p. 155. On the books of medicines that were given to 
Noah from heaven and transmitted by him to his son Shem, compare The Book of Jubilees 10:1–14.  
18 Ibid. The text is rhymed and metered. 
19 The Heikhalot and Merkavah literature comprises about 20 short treatises that represent an early, pre 
kabbalah phase of Jewish mysticism. It is commonly assumed that the ideas expressed in this literature 
originate, by in large, in Palestine (and in some cases also in Babylonia) between the 4th-9th centuries C.E. 
For recent overviews, see R. Elior, Heikhalot Literature and Merkavah Tradition: Ancient Jewish 
Mysticism and its Sources, Tel Aviv 2004 [Heb.]; V.T. Arbel, Beholders of Divine Secrets: Mysticism and 
Myth in the Hekhalot and Merkavah Literature, Albany 2003; J. Dan, Jewish Mysticism I – Late 
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in his treatise to Rabbanite Judaism, as represented by R. Saadiah Gaon. However, in 

this case, Salmon focuses on theory — the idea of descending to the Merkabah, Shi‘ur 

Komah, and Metatron — and pays no attention to the praxis of invoking names so 

typical of ancient Jewish mystical literature.20 

Ya‘qub al-Kirkisani, author of the great ethical work Kitāb al-Anwār wa-al-Marāqib 

(The Book of Lights and Watchtower; Babylonia, first half the 10th century), also 

denounces the Rabbanite belief in the power of the holy names to produce magic (shr). 

His condemnation serves a double purpose – both as an anti-Rabbanite polemic and as a 

broader attack on the belief in magic itself. At the outset of his assault on sorcery, Al-

Kirkisani begins with a definition: 

The type of sorcery (shr) that is forbidden to be practiced, as we have mentioned 

above, is the one which some people claim is miracle working – transforming the 

ways of nature, swaying (human) hearts towards love or hatred, imposing 

illnesses in (human) bodies and removing them without using such means as food, 

drink or tapping21 etc., (while performing all these) by means of speaking and 

writing and other similar (means).22    

This is a rare text, in light of the prevailing polemical tendency to argue against magic 

without defining it. Even though al-Kirkisani does not offer a formal definition, his 

statements do allow the reader to form a cumulative notion of what he considers to be 

magic.23  

Al-Kirkisani's view of magic rests on three levels: descriptive, legalistic, and 

polemical. The descriptive characteristics include principle (overturning the order of 

nature), purpose (aggressive magic), and means of execution (speech, writing and “the 

                                                                                                                                                            
Antiquity, Northvale 1998; P. Schäfer, The Hidden and Manifest God: Some Major Themes in Early 
Jewish Mysticism, Albany 1992.  
 
20 For this matter see R. Elior, 'Mysticism, Magic and Angelology: The Perception of Angels in Hekhalot 
Literature', JSQ 1 (1994), pp. 5–53. See now a summary of the dispute over the nature of this literature – 
a visionary one in which magical names are merely practical devices, or a magical one in which visionary 
ascents are only one of the objectives of the use of adjurations – in Harari, Early Jewish Magic, ch. 2.  
21 See L. Schiffman and M. Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic Incantation Texts from the Cairo Genizah, 
Sheffield 1992, p. 13, n. 3. 
22 Ya‘qub al-Qirqisani, Kitāb al-Anwār wa-al-Marāqib (ed. L. Nemoy), New York 1941, vol. 3, p. 575 
(6.9.1). The English translation is based (with slight changes) on L. Nemoy, 'Al-Qirqisani on the Occult 
Sciences', JQR 76 (1986), pp. 329–367 (on p. 337).  
23 Schiffman and Swartz suggested using al-Kirkisani's definition as basis for characterizing the magic of 
the Cairo Geniza as a phenomenon. See Schiffman and Swartz, Incantation Texts, pp. 12–15. 
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like”, i.e. incantations, rituals and objects involved in putting them into effect). On the 

legalistic plane, it is argued that these are forbidden acts. On a polemical level, he 

proposes that some people claim that these acts are miracles (but they are not).24  

All three types of argumentation were equally important to al-Kirkisani, who wanted 

to establish a Karaite religious-moral code. In a long chapter that he devotes to magic 

and miracles, he deals at the same time with dismissing human magic as impossible and 

with the possibility of divine miracles through the Lord’s prophets. His approach does 

not entirely negate the possibility of change in the order of nature, but he attributes this 

change solely to a divine act that supports God's word through His true prophets. For al-

Kirkisani, this power cannot be found in man himself and the argument for its existence 

(as a miracle that rabbis are able to perform), is a kind of arrogant deception and 

therefore forbidden.25  

 

B. Rav Hai Gaon and the Rabbis of Kairouan 

While the Karaites were attacking the Rabbanites by accusing them of belief in and 

practices of sorcery, the geonim themselves, or at least some of them, engaged in 

polemics against commonly-held concepts of magic and attempted to limit and uproot 

them from among the people. The most famous evidence in this context is a responsum 

by R. Hai Gaon from the early eleventh century to the rabbis of Kairouan (today in 

Tunisia). This letter was the second response to queries by those sages after his first 

answer on the same issue (in which he determined that “all of these and the like are 

nonsense”) had not placated them.26 His reply reveals to us the extent to which magical 

beliefs, acts, and writings were common among the Jews of the Moslem world at that 

time, as well as the rhetoric used in confronting them. In their letter the rabbis of 

Kairouan detailed a broad swath of “known” acts, mentioned ba'alei shemot (possessors 

                                                      
24 Nemoy reads the claim about the miracles as relating to sorcerers who pretend to be miracle makers, 
but the original says 'men’ in general. 
25 Compare Nemoy, Al-Qirqisani. 
26 R. Hai's first letter did not survive. It is mentioned in his second one. For the latter see S. Emanuel, 
Newly Discovered Geonic Responsa, Jerusalem 1995, pp. 121–146. On this letter cf. M. Ben-Sasson, The 
Emergence of the Local Jewish Community in the Muslim World – Qayrawan, 800–1057, Jerusalem 
1996, pp. 275–278 [Heb.]; C. Sirat, Jewish Philosophical Thought in the Middle Ages, Jerusalem 1975, 
pp. 42–46. See further on pp. 41–42, the reply of Samuel son of Hofni, who was the Gaon of Sura at the 
turn of the eleventh century regarding 'the witch' of Ein Dor.   
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of names), noted by name a few well-known books of sorceries and attested to the belief 

in the great danger inherent in all this:  

As the one who hides himself from robbers or binds them […] one who takes reed 

and olive [leaves] and writes upon them and throws them towards the robbers and 

they cannot pass; and there is this one who writes it [the Ineffable Name] on a 

new clay and throws it into the sea and it calms down; and he throws it on a man 

and that man immediately dies. And there are more than a few people27 who talk 

about things that they saw or heard from their fathers and about shortening voyage 

distances; and more than a few clear and humble (people) testified that they had 

seen a famous man, one of the possessors of the Name, on Friday eve at one 

place, and he was seen at another place at a distance of a few days' walk on the 

same Friday eve, and he was also seen on the same Saturday at the first place […] 

and we have several books in which some of the names and some names of angels 

and forms of seals are written, and it says (there): 'the one who wishes to do this 

and the one who wishes to accomplish that should write such and such upon such 

and such and do such and such and the deed will be accomplished'. And when the 

old and pious ones saw these books they were frightened by them and they did not 

touch28 them; and they said that a certain man performed an act like that which is 

written in the books and his deed was accomplished but he became blind; and it 

happened that someone did not live out the year, and another one did not live out 

the week because he mentioned that Name in impurity.29 

All of the issues mentioned here as well as others, such as magical use of the eighteen 

benedictions, dream inquiry, and learning from demons, also mentioned in the letter of 

the rabbis of Kairouan, are well known from the magical literature found in the Cairo 

Geniza. What is revealed here in the statements of the leaders of the Kairouan 

community is indeed documented as professional magical practice in the Cairo Geniza, 

some two thousand kilometers to the east, at the same time.30 In this instance, primary 

                                                      
27 The Hebrew reads וכמה וכמה דברים מגידים. It should be corrected as here. 
28 Literally: reach. 
29 Emanuel, Geonic Responsa, pp. 124-125.  
30 Related issues were also mentioned in 'The Scroll of Ahima'az', a Jewish-Italian treatise from the mid-
eleventh century. On magic in 'The Scroll of Ahima'az' and its possible relationship with magical 
fragments from the Cairo Geniza see Y. Harari, '"The Scroll of Ahima'az" and Jewish Magic Culture – a 
Note on the Ordeal of the Adulteress', Tarbiz (forthcoming) and the bibliography there. 
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and secondary sources coincide, attesting to the distribution of a culture of magic 

among the Jews of North Africa.  

R. Hai Gaon’s response informs us that the professional literature at the basis of this 

culture was widespread and well known in Babylonia as well: 

And the formulas that you saw: 'He who wishes to accomplish such and such 

should do such and such', we have many of them, as (in the books) called Sefer 

haYashar (The Book of the Right [Way]) and Harba deMoshe (The Sword of 

Moses) which begins with (the words) 'four angels are appointed over the sword, 

for there are great powers and mysteries in it', and in the book called Raza Rabba 

(The Great Mystery), not including the fragments [of recipe books] and the 

particular [recipes] that are countless.31 

R. Hai Gaon’s detailed reply is based on two-edged rhetoric: on the one hand, basic 

recognition of the power of words to effect action in the world, and on the other, total, 

scathing denigration of the actual manifestations of such a power, about which the 

rabbis had asked.32 He differentiates between what is not possible at all (disappearing 

by citing the Divine name), what is not impossible (shortening voyage distances), and 

what is “very far” from being realizable (calming the sea or killing a person through 

spells). He concludes his reply regarding the rumors/testimonies that the rabbis of 

Kairouan cited as follows: “to sum up: a fool will believe anything.”33 The emphasis, 

therefore, is on the word 'anything'. For R. Hai, there are definitely some things that are 

possible and worthy to believe in, but one must carefully examine and investigate the 

evidence of all the wondrous deeds to see what might be possible and what is not.  

What is possible according to his view depends upon the (normative) ethical 

personality of the wonder-worker (and not upon the magical-technical, professional 

level of the wonder-worker’s use of names). Accordingly, R. Hai devotes a great deal of 

space to promoting skeptical recognition that persons of such moral characteristics even 

exist in his generation. Thus, the super-natural, or the wondrous (-magical), is not 

totally excluded from the world. On the contrary! It is spread out like an ideal – and at 
                                                      

31 Ibid., pp. 131–132. “המחותכות והפרטים” that R. Hai mentioned were probably fragments of collections of 
recipes and individual recipes, which according to him were widespread in great number. 
32 The rabbis of Kairouan were amazed by virtue of the testimonies of “Some of the rabbis of Palestine 
and the rabbis of Edom, associates, wise and faithful people [who] say that they saw it in public” (Ibid., p. 
124). 
33 Ibid., pp. 128–131. 
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the same time dangerous –moral norm that no longer exists. This is also the nature of R. 

Hai’s attitude to the power of the holy names and the efficacy of “expert amulets for 

healing and guarding and other things.”34 He does not utterly negate them, but he 

determines: “And whosoever in these generations that says the Ineffable Name over the 

sea and it calms down; upon the living and he dies and deeds alike, they are nothing but 

worthless words, do not believe in them.”35  

 

C. Maimonides Against Magic: Rationalism and Leadership 

R. Hai’s attitude to magic seems conciliatory in comparison to that of Maimonides, the 

definitive, extreme, systematic spokesman for the Jewish rationalist elite in the 

medieval Moslem world. Maimonides’ uncompromising polemical-didactic approach to 

magic is anchored in a comprehensive philosophical concept that holds that God’s 

absolute, exclusive sovereignty over the world is expressed through the natural order 

whose boundaries cannot be exceeded.36 Maimonides admits to having read a large 

number of Moslem works on sorcery and astro-magic,37 and his statements show that he 

was quite familiar with contemporary magical practices.  

In the chapter dealing extensively with this topic in his Guide of the Perplexed, 

Maimonides describes acts of foreign worship in terms of the literal meaning of the 

expression – “actions that used to be performed by the Sabians, the Casdeans and the 
                                                      

34 Ibid., p. 132. An expert amulet (קמיע מן המומחה) is an amulet whose efficiency, or that of its writer, 
has been proven at least three times (and thus it may be carried on Sabbath). Here also, as with the rest of 
his case, R. Hai relies to great extent on the Sages' attitude. See M. Sab. 6:2; T. Sab. 4:5, 9, 10; BT Sab. 
53a, 61a. 
35 Ibid., p. 135. 
36 Maimonides' attitude towards magic has been extensively studied by a few scholars in the past and the 
discussion below is, in a sense, a summary of this survey. See lately: D. Schwartz, Astral Magic in 
Medieval Jewish Thought, Ramat-Gan 1999, pp. 92–121 [Heb.]; idem, Amulets, Properties and 
Rationalism in Medieval Jewish Thought, Ramat-Gan 2004, pp. 21–34 [Heb.]; B. Safran, 'Maimonides' 
Attitude to Magic and to Related Types of Thinking', in: B. Safran and E. Safran (eds.), Porat Yosef – 
Studies Presented to Rabbi Dr. Yosef Safran, Hoboken 1992, pp. 93–110; A. Ravitzky, 'Maimonides and 
His Disciples on Verbal Magic and “the Madness of the Writers of Amulets”', A. Sagi and N. Ilan, Jewish 
Culture in the Eye of the Storm, Ein Zurim 2002, pp. 431–458 [Heb.]. Cf. H.L. Lewis, 'Maimonides on 
Superstition', JQR [OS] 17 (1905), pp. 475–488; I. Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides, 
New Haven 1980, pp. 479–484; idem, 'Halakha and Science: Perspectives of the Epistemology of 
Maimonides', Shenaton Hamishpat Ha'ivri 14–15 (1988-1989), pp. 121–151 (mainly on 135–140) [Heb.]; 
M.B. Shapiro, 'Maimonidean Halakha and Superstition', Maimonidean Studies 4 (2000), pp. 61–108.  
37 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, Translated with an Introduction and Notes by Shlomo 
Pines, Chicago 1963, [hereinafter GP] III 29. Cf. Maimonides' letter to the sages of Provence concerning 
astrology – A. Marx, 'The Correspondence Between the Rabbis of Southern France and Maimonides 
about Astrology', HUCA 3 (1926), pp. 311–358 (on p. 351). And see further Schwartz, Astral Magic, pp. 
99–102; idem, Amulets, pp. 21–34. 
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Chaldean; most of them were also found among the Egyptians and the Canaanites.”38 

He distinguishes there among three fundamentals of magic: (a) material means – plant, 

animal, or mineral; (b) astral definitions of the time of the deed; and (c) ritual gestures, 

“such as dancing, clapping hands, shouting […] burning something, fumigating with a 

definite fume, or uttering a speech understandable or not.” He describes the act as 

follows: 

There are magical operations that can be accomplished only with the help of all 

these practices. For instance they say: this or that quantity of the leaves of a 

certain plant shall be taken while the moon is under a certain sight of the Zodiac 

in the east or in one of the other cardinal points; also a definite quantity shall be 

taken from the horn of or the excrements or the hair or the blood of a certain 

animal while the sun is, for example, in the middle of the sky or at some other 

determined place; furthermore, a certain mineral or several minerals shall be taken 

and cast while a certain sign is in the ascendant and the stars in a certain position; 

then you shall speak and say these and these things and shall fumigate the cast-

metal form with these leaves and similar things – whereupon a certain thing will 

come about.39  

Thus, for Maimonides, magic is then a kind of foreign worship.40 In its developed form, 

it is an astro-magical act whose aim is to attract spiritual abundance from the stars in 

order to achieve a specific purpose. This is accomplished by means of astrologically 

well-orchestrated ceremonies, in which interwoven natural materials and human actions 

                                                      
38 GP III 37, pp. 540–541. 
39 GP III 37, p. 541. Schwartz suggested a slightly different reading according to which it is not the man 
who speaks but the cast-metal form fumigated by the man. See Schwartz, Astral Magic, p. 97 and n. 7. 
40 On the Sabians and their astro-magical praxis compare GP III 29, and mainly the following paragraph: 
“In conformity with these opinions, the Sabians set up statues for the planets, golden statues for the sun 
and silver ones for the moon, and distributed the minerals and the climes between the planets, saying that 
one particular planet was the deity of one particular clime. And they built temples, set up the statues in 
them, and thought that the forces of the planets overflowed toward these statues and that consequently 
these statues talked, had understanding, gave prophetic revelation to people – I mean the statues – and 
made known to people what was useful to them. Similarly they said of the trees, which were assigned to 
the various planets, that when one particular tree was set apart for one particular planet, planted with a 
view to the latter, and a certain treatment was applied to it and with it, spirit of that planet overflowed 
toward that tree, gave prophetic revelation to people and spoke to them in sleep. You will find all this set 
forth literally in their books to which I shall draw your attention.” See further GP I 63, III 30, 45; 
Maimonides' commentary on the Mishna AZ 4:7 (D. Kapah [ed.], Mishna with Maimonides' Commentary 
– Source and Translation. Jerusalem 1965, vol. 4, pp. 357–359). And compare S. Stroumsa, 'The Sabians 
of Haran and the Sabians of Maimonides' Theory of the History of Religions', Sefunot 22 (1999), pp. 277–
295. 
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forge a metaphysical activity apparatus. Although it is not imperative that every act of 

magic include all these elements, all are linked one way or another with the stars.41 

Even though Maimonides writes about the Sabian's magic that “they pose the 

condition that those who perform them should necessarily be women,”42 and in some 

places he describes types of magic and divination that were common among the 

“ignorant” people, the thrust of his polemic is directed against scholarly astral magic. 

Astral magic required extensive astronomical knowledge (that Maimonides was careful 

to differentiate from astrological 'knowledge') as the basis for magical activity. 

Moreover, it was based on a developed and established theory widely approved by the 

scholars of his time. Thus, its nature and its status on the scale of knowledge in the 

medieval Moslem word made it extremely dangerous. For beyond the halakhic-practical 

aspect, about which Maimonides could rule highhandedly (as he indeed did),43 there 

arose from astral magic a comprehensive philosophical-religious danger. Astro-magic 

was part of the astrological belief according to which the stars and the constellations 

influence the sub-lunar world and take part in ruling it. Maimonides consistently and 

forcefully opposed it as inimical to monotheism, to true philosophy and to empirical 

thinking, which were inseparably bound in his system.44 

                                                      
41 GP III 37. 
42 Ibid. These words relate to the foreign magical activity described by Maimonides. In due course he 
interprets the Biblical law: “You shall not suffer a sorceress to live” (Ex. 22:17) as relating to the 
abundant role of women in magic. Even though Maimonides relates to the general issue in this case, he 
does not, however, mention the Talmudic saying: “most women engage in sorcery” (BT San. 67a) and 
actually he ignores it. He explains the Biblical emphasis “man or woman” concerning the death penalty 
on idolatry (Deut. 17:2, 5), as the result of the natural compassion that men, who are those appointed over 
the execution, have towards women, and not on the basis of women’s special tendency to practice idolatry 
(unlike the Talmudic interpretation of the same Biblical saying, quoted in the Mishna concerning magic, 
that concludes in the words cited above). For a general concept of magic in Rabbinic literature see S. 
Fishbane, '“Most Women Engage in Sorcery”: An Analysis of Sorceresses in the Babylonian Talmud', 
Jewish History 7 (1993), pp. 27–42; M. Bar Ilan, 'Witches in the Bible and in the Talmud', Approaches to 
Ancient Judaism NS 5 (1993), pp. 7–32; Harari, Science of the Occult. Cf. Schwartz, Astral Magic, p. 97 
and n. 8.  
43 Maimonides objection to magic was so decisive that he took to the extreme one aspect of the rabbinical 
attitude and completely ignored magical elements in their literature. He jointly employed such tactics as 
interpretation and silencing so as to outmaneuver fixed rabbinical stances to agree with his system of 
thought. Both his successors and opponents recognized this, and more then once attacked him in order to 
undermine his approach or even overturn it altogether. See Twersky, Introduction, p. 479; Schwartz, 
Astral Magic, pp. 110-121; Ravitzky, Verbal Magic. And see further the dispute over Maimonides view 
in this regard M. Halbertal, Between Torah and Wisdom – Rabbi Menachem ha-Meiri and the 
Maimonidean Halakhists of Provence, Jerusalem 2001, pp. 41–49, 162-169 [Heb.]. 
44 On the breaches in this decisive front and its didactic objective, see H.T. Kreisel, Maimonides' 
Approach to Astrology', WCJS 11 C2 (1994), pp. 25–32. Kreisel writes in regard to Maimonides' stance: 
“whether astrology is true or false is a secondary consideration in light of the one of the implications of 
the belief in astrology on the perfection [of man]. For example, it is better to set forth beliefs that are false 
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As part of his general rejection of astrology, Maimonides renounced astro-magic as 

well.45 In the name of monotheism, as he understood it, he attempted to root out from 

among the Jews belief in the influence of the stars and constellations over the world, 

and the practices involved with it — namely, divination and magic.46 To that end he had 

to grapple with the two levels of idol worship, the scholarly and the popular: 

One [group of idolaters] includes those who know its ways [i.e. the ways of 

idolatry], that is to say the calculation of the rising sign of the Zodiac at the time 

of performing the idolatry and the [ways of] drawing the spirituality [i.e. the 

spiritual power that emanates from the stars]47 down through it, and all the other 

ravings and nonsense that befoul the mind that are imagined by people of this kind 

of idolatry; and the other group includes those who worship those forms that were 

made according to what they studied [but] without any knowledge concerning 

how or for what purpose they were made apart from [the mere fact that they 

appear] in the books of the praxis of their teachers. And such are most of the 

idolaters.48  

In Maimonides’ view, the danger from astrology was thus embedded, in Maimonides’ 

view, not only in the philosophical error it had created but also, mainly in the 

attractiveness of its practical aspects as perceived by the masses, which led them to idol 

worship. Thus, the struggle against scholarly astro-magic had ethical and political 

aspects that were no less important than the intellectual ones. On this plane, 

Maimonides worked to undermine the status of the astro-magical scholars: 

It is seemly for you to know that the completely educated philosophers do not 

believe in talismans [i.e. objects that are employed in astro-magical rites in order 
                                                                                                                                                            
but necessary for maintaining the belief in one God than to frankly tell the whole truth when it has 
negative effects” (p. 26).   
45 On Maimonides' concept of astrology, see ibid; Y. Langerman, 'Maimonides' Repudiation of 
Astrology', Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991), pp. 123–158; G. Freudenthal, 'Maimonides' Stance on 
Astrology in Context: Cosmology, Physics, Medicine, and Providence', F. Rosner and S. Kottek (eds.), 
Moses Maimonides: Physician, Scientist, and Philosopher, Northvale 1993, pp. 77–90. 
46 For the prohibition on astral divination (even if revealed undeliberately) see Laws of Idolatry 11:8–9 
(Moses Maimonides, Mishne Torah – The Book of Knowledge [ed. and tr. by M. Haymson], Jerusalem 
1962, p. 79b). 
47 See S. Pines, 'On the Term Ruhaniyyot and its Origin and on Judah Halevi's Doctrine', Tarbiz 57 
(1988), pp. 511–534. On the place of this concept in the development of the Kabbala, see M. Idel, 
'Perceptions of the Kabbala in the Second Half of the 18th Century', JJTPh 1 (1991), pp. 55–114 (on pp. 
83–104). 
48 See Maimonides' commentary on the Mishna Hul. 1:1 (Kapah's ed., vol. 5, p. 173). 
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to pull down spiritual abundance from the stars and to mediate its influence in the 

world] but ridicule them and those who think that they have any influence […] 

most of the people and maybe all of them are deceived a great deception by them 

and by many similar things, and think them to be true, but they are not. And it 

comes to this that the good and pious people of our Law think them to be true, yet 

forbidden only because of (the prohibition against them in) the Torah; and they do 

not know that they [the talismans] are worthless and false things that the Torah 

warned against them as it did against the lie.49  

In these statements Maimonides stresses the epistemological aspect of his argument, the 

error and falsehood of astro-magic, which is demonstrated by true-rational-empirical 

philosophical thinking.50 He directs this argument to the “good and pious people of our 

Law,” who do indeed believe in the theoretical underpinning of astro-magic, but who 

refrain from acting according to it through conscious care to avoid idolatry. However, it 

is clear to him that not all are like them: 

“And you shall not follow the customs of the nation” [Lev. 20:23], these being 

those that are called by [the sages], may their memory be blessed, ways of the 

Amorite. For they are branches of magical practices, inasmuch as they are things 

not required by reasoning concerning nature and lead to magical practices that of 

necessity seek support in astrological notions. Accordingly the matter is turned 

into glorification and a worship of the stars.51  

                                                      
49 Ibid., AZ 4:7. On potential addressees of these words, see Schwartz, Astral Magic pp. 103–106. 
50 In this regard it is worth quoting Maimonides' words at the beginning of his letter to the sages of 
Provence concerning astrology: “Know, my masters, that it is not proper for us to believe in the truth of 
but one of three things: the first – a thing that can be clearly proven by human reasoning like the wisdom 
of arithmetic and geometry and astronomy; and the second – a thing that is perceived by man by one of 
the five senses, like when he knows for sure that this is red and this is black and so on, by seeing it in his 
eyes, or when he tastes that this is bitter and this is sweet, or when he feels that this is hot and this is cold 
[…]; and the third – a thing that he receives from the prophets or from the righteous men.” See Marx, the 
correspondence, p. 350; I. Shilat, The Letters and Essays of Moses Maimonides, Jerusalem 1995, vol. 2, 
p.479. And see further R. Lerner, 'Maimonides' Letter on Astrology', HR 8 (1968), pp. 143–158. On 
scientific thinking in this regard, see D. Bleich, 'Maimonides on the Distinction between Science and 
Pseudoscience', F. Rosner and S. Kottek (eds.), Moses Maimonides: Physician, Scientist, and 
Philosopher, Northvale 1993, pp. 105–115. 
51 GP III 37, p. 543. Cf. Laws of Idolatry 1:1 (p. 66a). 
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This is Maimonides’ main fear, and it seems that this is also the central consideration in 

his polemic against astrology.52 Philosophical and didactic considerations were, 

therefore, bound together for the purpose of systematically undermining astrology as a 

science, the astrologers as scholars, and astro-magic as a beneficial, legitimate activity. 

A similar attitude is expressed in Maimonides’ words concerning non-astral magic. 

This kind of activity, the heart of which is the attempt to influence reality through 

adjurations and adjuration-bearing objects, was common among the Jews living in 

Moslem lands during the Middle Ages. Unlike the astro-magical activity described by 

Maimonides, this type of magic is extensively documented in texts from the Cairo 

Geniza.53 Maimonides, who was well acquainted with it, probably on grounds of both 

literary sources and daily life of his community, totally negated it on a scientific as well 

as halakhic basis.  

Maimonides’ contemptuous attitude toward employing sorcery was bound up with 

his concept of language. He felt that human language was conventional and lacking in 

immanent holiness. Such holiness was the basis of the performative power of language 

in the Jewish culture of magic.54 Rejection of it, based on recognizing in language only 

the function of communication, negated performative efficacy of spoken or written 

incantations.55 Maimonides’ approach was accompanied by a perception of holiness as a 

transcendental essence separate from things, which negated the possibility of 

transferring it, as an influential performative power, from man to object and from object 

                                                      
52 See Kreisel, Maimonides' Approach (and his words quoted above, n. 44). Almost all the scholars who 
have dealt with Maimonides' approach to astrology, astro-magic, magic, amulets, segulot (properties) and 
superstitions emphasized the empirical principal in his thought as the basis of his rejection of them. Even 
though Kreisel did denounce this tendency in Maimonides' thought, he stressed that it was mainly the 
didactic considerations that shaped his public opinion on the issue.  
53 It is interesting to note that among the magical fragments hitherto discovered in the Cairo Geniza, there 
are no traces of astro-magical treatises of the kind described by Maimonides, in which, for example, one 
can find a prescription for preparing a form to bring down from the stars spiritual power and for carrying 
out rites and incantations in order to put this power into effect. Simpler astro-magical practices, mostly of 
the kind that bind a particular magical practice to a particular time of performance according to the astral 
influence, do exist in the magical fragments from the Geniza. Some of them are to be published in P. 
Schäfer and S. Shaked, Magische Texte aus der Kairoer Geniza, Tübingen, vol. IV.     
54 See Y. Harari, 'How to Do Things with Words: Philosophical Theory and Magical Deeds', Jerusalem 
studies in Jewish Folklore 19-20 (1997/8), pp. 365–392. 
55 And see Maimonides' explicit statements on the conventional character of language in GP II 30: “‘And 
man gave names’ and so on (Gen. 2:20) – it informs us that languages are conventional and not natural, as 
has sometimes been thought.” On Maimonides' concept of language see J. Stern, 'Maimonides on 
Language and the Science of Language', R.S. Cohen and H. Levine (eds.), Maimonides and the Sciences, 
Dordrecht 2000, pp. 173–226. For a detailed discussion on the implications of this concept in the field of 
linguistic magic see Ravitzky, Verbal Magic.  
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to man.56 He makes explicit statements about this regarding two related topics: amulets 

and mezuzot. Of the former he writes:  

Do not let occur to your mind the ravings (hathiyan)57 of the writers of amulets or 

what names you may hear from them or may find in their stupid books, names that 

they have invented, which are not indicative of any notion whatsoever, but which 

they call the names and of which they think that they necessitate holiness and 

purity and work miracles. All these are stories that it is not seemly for a perfect 

man to listen to, much less to believe.58 

At once he ridicules the use of names of God and the guidebooks for these deeds and 

determines that they are based on fabrications. This issue is akin to Maimonides’ 

concept of the unknown names of God: the Ineffable Name, the 12-letter name, and the 

42-letter name. According to him, these names, of which the long ones were composed 

of a few words, denoted intellectual content relating to God. The difficulty embedded in 

this content gave rise to “the corruption of beliefs,” which in turn led to hiding the 

names from the masses, 

When wicked and ignorant people found these texts, they had great scope for 

lying statements in that they would put together any letters they liked and would 

say: this is a name that has efficacy and the power to operate if it is written down 

or uttered in a particular way. Thereupon these lies invented by the first wicked 

and ignorant man were written down, and these writings transmitted to good, 

pious and foolish men who lack the scales by means of which they could know 

the true from the false. These people accordingly made a secret of these writings, 

                                                      
56 Twersky, Halakha and Science, pp. 138–139. 
57 On this term in Maimonides’ thought see J.I. Gellman, 'Maimonides' "Ravings"', The Review of 
Metaphysics 45/2 (1991), pp. 309–328; S. Stroumsa, '“Ravings”: Maimonides' Concept of Pseudo-
Science', Aleph 1 (2001), 141–163. Gellman suggested seeing it not as a term of ridicule, as had been 
commonly accepted, but as denoting a particular philosophical error. Stroumsa, relying on a much wider 
examination of the occurrences of this term in Maimonides' as well as his Moslem predecessors' writings, 
argued against this interpretation. She concluded that the epithet 'ravings' was used by Maimonides 
almost as a technical term, “reserved for superstitious, nonscientific or pseudoscientific discourse that 
presumes to offer a coherent system.” (ibid., p. 163). 
58 GP I 61, p. 149. See further regarding this issue, Y. Schwartz, 'From Negation to Silence: Maimonides' 
Reception in the Latin West', Iyyun 45 (1996), pp. 389–406. 
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and the latter were found in the belongings left behind them, so that they were 

thought to be correct. To sum it up: A fool believes in everything.59    

Therefore, ignorance, fabrication, and naiveté are, in Maimonides’ opinion, the 

foundation of the culture of using names and the literature upon which it is based. For 

him, this is a stupid, superfluous culture, which also leads to sin.  

The issue of stupidity that leads to sin is also stressed by Maimonides in his 

warnings against turning the mezuzah into an amulet, meaning, expropriating it from the 

realm of commandment and shifting it to the area of apotropaic magical activity: 

It is customary to write the word shadai on the backside of the Mezuzah, opposite 

the space between the paragraphs. Since it is on the back, it is not objectionable. 

But those who write the names of angels, holy names, verses, or special shapes on 

the Mezuzah are included in the category of those who have no share in the world 

to come, since these fools not only void the commandment, but make use of a 

great commandment of the unification of the name of the Holy One blessed be 

He, His love and His worship, as a charm for their own benefit. They, in their 

stupidity, think that this is a matter which benefits them concerning worldly 

vanities.60   

The moral question of the use of names occurs again in Maimonides’ writings in other 

contexts. Here, too, it is inextricably linked to the denial of any performative power of 

words or objects. The halakhic context is prominent when he speaks of healing 

incantations, which reveal a bit about the practices common in his day: 

The one who whispers over a wound61 and recites a verse from the Torah, and 

also the one who recites over a child in order to remove his dread, and the one 

who places a scroll of the Torah or phylacteries on an infant to induce it to sleep, 

are not only included among the soothsayers and sorcerers, but they are included 

among those who repudiate the Torah, for they make the words of the Torah (a 

                                                      
59 GP I 62, p. 152. 
60 Laws of Tefillin, Mezuzah, and the Torah Scroll 5:4 (Moses Maimonides, Mishne Torah – The Book of 
Love [tr. By M. Kellner], New Haven 2004, p. 91). 
61 Compare Mishna, San. 10:1 and parallels. 
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means for the) cure of the body whereas they are solely (a means for the) cure of 

souls.62  

Another issue related to Maimonides’ approach to magic is the question of the 

efficacy of the segulot,63 in which his discussion reflects his scientific-empirical way of 

thinking.  Maimonides recognized the inherent healing potential of the segulot but set 

their place within nature and not beyond it. Accordingly, he demanded cautious use of 

an empirical method to prove the efficacy of the segulot, each case in and of itself, as a 

condition for permitting their use. On this basis he explained the famous Talmudic 

dictum: “All that pertains to medicine does not pertain to the Amorite usages (Sab. 67a) 

– they mean by this that all that is required by speculation concerning nature is 

permitted, whereas other practices are forbidden.”64 Similarly he justified the analogical 

rabbinic permissions, such as the use of a nail from a cross and a tooth of a fox for 

medical purposes and additional healing acts, because their usefulness, according to 

him, came from experience and not from logic.65  

Surprisingly, for it certainly raises many exegetical difficulties, Maimonides applied 

this principle to amulets. Contradicting his explicit statements about the uselessness of 

amulets and the foolishness of their writers, he subordinated himself to the words of the 

Sages, and at least outwardly became accustomed to the existence of expert amulets 

whose efficacy or that of their writers had been empirically proven. He permitted one to 

carry them on the Sabbath in the name of healing.66 This is an astonishing but explicit 

exception from the aggressive, consistent line taken by Maimonides against the use of 

holy names and amulets. It differs from the permission to use materials whose 

                                                      
62 Laws of Idolatry 11:12 (p. 79b). 
63 Segulot refers to the qualities existing in things with regard to form but not to matter. On Maimonides' 
scientific-empirical view of the segulot, see Schwartz, Astral Magic, pp. 106–110. Bleich, Science and 
Pseudoscience.  
64 GP III 37, p. 543. 
65 Ibid. In any case, the medical means that are mentioned there are solely material and their use is not 
based upon employing an incantation.   
66 Laws of Sabbath 19:14 (S. Gandz and H. Klein [trs.] The Code of Maimonides III – The Book of 
Seasons, New Haven 1961, p. 120). Cf. M Sab. 6:2. Bleich suggested anchoring this permission in the 
empirical principle. Ravitzky, while emphasizing Maimonides objection to the performative use of God's 
names, argued that he did not decisively object to this kind of amulets, because unlike the astro-magical 
talismans they did not lead to idolatry. In any case, even if the difficulty of these words of Maimonides 
“will be immeasurably belittled”, as Ravitzky puts it, they are still perplexing regarding the very 
recognition of Maimonides in the efficacy of the amulets. See Bleich, Science and Pseudoscience; 
Ravitzky, Verbal Magic, pp. 448–449. See further the references in these articles to the halakhic-
exegetical discourse in Maimonides' ruling. 
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therapeutic benefit had been proven even if there was no logical explanation for it, and 

perhaps even conflicting with the rationale of his statement allowing the use of 

incantations after snakebite: 

If one was stung by a scorpion or a snake it is permitted to whisper a spell over 

the part affected, and even on Sabbath, in order to soothe the patient and to give 

him reassurance. Although the procedure is absolutely useless, it has been 

permitted because of the patient's dangerous condition, so that his mind should not 

become deranged.67   

An expert amulet is a performative object whose proven effectiveness to heal (though it 

seems unlikely Maimonides really believed it could) serves as the reason to allow 

carrying it. The incantation over the snakebite is not a cure. It is permitted as kind of 

'emergency psychological placebo' for anyone who believes there is something to it and 

not as a magical-medical aid. The use of spells in order to counteract the effect of 

snakes and scorpions bites or to gain protection against them is totally forbidden.68  

As noted, Maimonides distinguished between astro-magic and the simpler magic 

that did not rely upon the spiritual abundance of the stars, but rather on the power of the 

segulot and holy names. According to his view, both of them stem from 

misunderstanding, and both of them have an influence over the ignorant masses that 

leads to sin. Their two aspects – the falsehood and the sin – make them quite dangerous 

in Maimonides’ opinion, such that they stood at the center of his philosophical and 

halakhic polemic against them. The essence of the issue is clearly expressed in his 

statements in Avoda Zarah (Laws of Idolatry) on the magic practice of raising the spirits 

of the dead: 

And these practices are all lies and deceptions, and by them the ancient idolaters 

deceived the people of the nations so that they would become their followers; and 

it is not seemly for (the people of) Israel, who are wise and highly intelligent to be 

deluded by such inanities or to imagine that they are of benefit […] Whoever 

believes in these and similar things and thinks that they are true and are words of 

wisdom but only forbidden by the Torah, is but one of the fools and ignorants and 

                                                      
67 Laws of Idolatry 11:11 (p. 79b). 
68 Ibid., 11:10 (p. 79b). 
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is included among the women and the children whose intellect is immature; but 

those upright ones who posses wisdom know by clear evidence that all these 

things prohibited by the Torah are not words of wisdom but chimerical and inane, 

by which those who are ignorant were led, and because of which they abandoned 

the ways of truth; and that is why while warning against all these the Torah says 

“You shall be upright with your Lord, your God” [Deut. 18:13].69  

Maimonides’ exceptional rationalistic approach gave rise to penetrating arguments and 

debates among the Jewish elite in the Middle Ages and afterwards. However, it seems 

to have made very little impression on the people. There is no more solid proof of that 

than the collections of hagiographic stories about him, which took shape orally 

hundreds of years after his death, and were finally written down in parallel versions 

within many communities throughout the Moslem world.70  

If it was Maimonides’ fate to serve the Jewish community as a folk hero, then it was 

the needs of the people, and not his own ideology, that shaped his image. The people, 

whose magic beliefs and acts were completely rejected by Maimonides, had no need of 

rationalist philosophers, but of powerful, wondrous holy men. And thus ironically, in 

the folktales of Jews in the Moslem world, Maimonides overcomes magicians and 

plants them underground, resurrects the dead, turns onions into gold, reveals the hidden 

things, shortens voyage distances, and leads a ship to the sea by uttering the Ineffable 

Name. Even his coffin works wonders after his death! The daily life of the Jewish 

communities, in which magic and incantations served as common praxis for almost 

every purpose,71 and magical imaginative thought created a comforting folk literature, 

effectively swallowed up the rationalist, scientific Maimonides and digested him into 

                                                      
69 Ibid., 11:16 (p. 80a). 
70 See Y. Avishur, In Praise of Maimonides, Jerusalem 1998 [Heb.]. On Jewish folk hagiography see J. 
Dan, 'The Beginning of the Hebrew Hagiographic Literature', Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Folklore 1 
(1981), 82-101; idem, 'Hagiographic Literature, East and West', Peamim 26 (1986), pp. 77-86. 
71 On the range in daily life in which magic was employed among Jews of late Antiquity and the early 
Middle Ages, see Y. Harari, Early Jewish Magic: Methodological and Phenomenological Studies 
(dissertation), The Hebrew University of Jerusalem 1998, pp. 133 ff.; idem, '“If You Wish to Kill a 
Person”: Harmful Witchcraft and Protection from it in Early Jewish Magic', Jewish Studies 37 (1997), pp. 
111-142 [Heb.]; idem, 'Love Charms in Early Jewish Magic', Kabbalah 5 (2000), pp. 347-364 [Heb.]; 
idem, 'Power and Money: Economic Aspects of the Use of Magic by Jews in Ancient Times and the Early 
Middle Ages', Peamim 85 (2000), pp. 14-42 [Heb.]; idem, '“Opening the Heart”: Magical Practices for 
Gaining Knowledge, Understanding and Good Memory in Judaism of Late Antiquity and Early Middle 
Ages', Z. Gries, H. Kreisel and B. Huss (eds.), Shefa Tal – Studies in Jewish Thought and Culture, Beer 
Sheva 2004, pp. 303-347.  
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itself. Paradoxically, the great opponent of miracles and magic became himself a holy 

man and was transformed into an integral part of Jewish legend and folklore. 
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